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The latest book in Palgrave Macmillan's Gender and Politics series brings together a host of European gender and politics scholars in a ten-chapter volume on the Europeanization of gender equality policies. The book is a result of the QUING (Quality in Gender + Equality Policies) project funded by the European Commission, where Europeanization was identified as significant for understanding why gender and equality policies in Europe were perceived in certain ways. The volume's contribution is three-fold: the provision of a pluralistic understanding of Europeanization, the bottom-up analysis of Europeanization, and the influence of soft measures in addition to hard ones in bringing about changes on the national level. These aims and contributions are to a large extent met in the volume. In the introductory chapter, the editors set out the framework of the book with special attention to the 'discursive-sociological approach' that unites its constituting chapters. The book brings together two research areas, gender and Europeanization, in order to yield new insights into Europeanization, beyond the EU policy-making level, by considering the institutions, discourses and actors involved at the member state level. All the subsequent chapters have a common analytical purpose with regards to their case studies: to show how the EU is used by national actors to serve and justify different strategies by promoting and legitimizing proposed policy changes or positions in a debate.
In Chapter Three, for example, Andrea Kirzsan and Raluca Popa show how Europeanization shaped domestic violence policies in Eastern European countries. In all the case studies, but especially in Bulgaria and Romania, the accession process was important for providing opportunities to reframe and push issues like domestic violence. The next chapter, on French reconciliation policies, has a different starting point: French actors saw their reconciliation policies as a model for the EU and its member states. Yet, the EU's influence could be discerned in small changes in reconciliation policy, even though France claimed to be a forerunner in the field.
Chapter Five examines how the EU was an agenda-setter through both soft and hard law in introducing reconciliation policies in Italy. EU-reliant arguments were, however, obstructed by various conservative voices. Chapter Six looks at Southern European countries more widely, and comparatively, to determine the different effects of Europeanization in the Italian, Spanish and Portuguese contexts. Spain's gender equality policy is also addressed by itself in a multi-level analysis in Chapter Nine, to argue that Europeanization can be felt in regional politics even when there is no adaptation pressure coming from the EU.
In Chapter Seven, the reader is treated to a comparison of LGBT and Roma advocacy in Hungary and Romania in relation to the EU's antidiscrimination legislation. Aron Buzogány found that both intentional and non-intentional framings of the EU were employed by domestic actors to lend legitimacy to their agendas. Sex-same partnership issues are addressed in Chapter Eight; Roman Kuhar characterizes Europeanization as 'an open signifier which can be filled with meanings whether in favor or against same-sex partnerships' (p.169). The chapter makes the crucial point that Europeanization can be transformed to serve different agendas due to cross-loading; while Europe is used to promote sex-same partnership legislation, it is also invoked by Eurosceptic opponents to resist trends deemed negative or too progressive. Kuhar's chapter is an important reminder that the seemingly positive value of Europe for civil society actors cannot be taken for granted.
The editors review and assess the contributions of the book in the final chapter. While it is no exaggeration to claim that 'the chapters in this volume raise all sorts of dilemmas' (p. 215) with regards to gender equality and Europeanization, the editors' attempts to introduce the 'the discursive-sociological approach' that strives to capture the methodological commonality of the chapters is less convincing. The term has a fabricated feel, and its meaning is somewhat unclear and unrefined.
As the editors note, the contributing chapters employ various methodologies that integrate institutionalism with, for example, cognitive approaches, as well as discourse and frame analysis. All of these indeed involve analysing aspects of meaning production, but the differences between and within them are not addressed, leading to conceptual conflations. In the end, discourse seems to be the broad name given to anything related to analysing meaning production. Neither is the 'sociological' aspect of the text apparent to the reader. It seems that this refers to the 'bottom-up' nature of the analyses, understood as examining 'domestic political dynamics -often related to the relations between institutions and civil society' (p. 11), but this is not sufficient to comprise a sociological approach, as such relations are already accommodated in the constructivist agency-structure advocacy framework. For these reasons, while the 'discursive-sociological' term is intended to highlight the broad common methodological theme of the book, the name is neither entirely justified nor essential for a book with an already coherent set of intelligent and insightful chapters.
despite any reservations about the 'discursive-sociological' approach, the complexity of the Europeanization process is brought to light by the excellent analyses of all the chapters. The variety of policy issues and domestic and comparative contexts addressed in the book does not at any stage digress from the common aims of the book, and it is in this that the book truly excels. As an edited volume, it successfully and coherently brings together an array of issues and contexts without losing the thread; each chapter is relevant and its inclusion justified. It is a most interesting read for gender scholars and practitioners, as well as anyone studying Europeanization.
